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Abstract
The present study investigated the existence of bullying by medical staff members in the clinical
setting as experienced by nursing students, the existence of burnout among these students, and if
such students perceive feelings of burnout as directly related to experiences of bullying.
Undergraduate main campus traditional Bachelor of Science in nursing students at East
Tennessee State University in their second, third, fourth, or fifth semesters were invited to
participate in the study. Participants (n=52) were required to complete an online survey that
regarded bullying, burnout, and how participants perceive the relation between the two variables.
The study shows that over half of participants had experienced at least one bullying instance in
the clinical setting. Furthermore, over half of participants reported they had used the term “burnt
out” to describe their feelings toward their nursing education more than seven times and reported
a decreased desire to continue their nursing education at least some of the time. Over half of
participants reported that their feelings of burnout were directly caused by experiences of
bullying at least some of the time. This study shows a significant existence of both bullying and
burnout among nursing students at ETSU and that most nursing students sense bullying as a
cause of burnout at least some of the time.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Background
The phrase “nurses eat their young” is an all-too-familiar cliché in the nursing profession.
This phrase points to the tendency of more experienced nurses to mistreat novice nurses or
nursing students. The perpetrators are not limited to nurses, however, it is not uncommon for
nursing students to experience mistreatment or bullying by any medical staff members in the
clinical setting. A recent study indicated that as high as 78% of nursing students fall victim to
bullying in the clinical setting at least once during their nursing education (Karatas et al., 2017).
Bullying against nursing students has negative and lasting consequences for the victims.
Research has found that immediate effects of this mistreatment include headache, nausea,
vomiting, fatigue, anger, anxiety, diminished self-confidence, occupation hatred, and weeping
(Dikmen et al., 2016). These side effects of bullying are quickly evident, but one must also
consider the long-term consequences of such experiences. One of the major issues plaguing the
nursing education system and the entire nursing profession is burnout. Burnout often leads to
poor job satisfaction and even complete termination of practice in the nursing profession
(Salvagioni, 2017). A recent study found that 67.7% of nursing students expressed moderate
levels of academic burnout (Hoseinabadi-farahani, 2016). The causes of nursing student burnout
are not well studied, but bullying in the clinical setting could be considered as a cause due to its
wide array of negative impacts to the student. For these reasons, research into the bullying of
nursing students by nurse preceptors and how this effects nursing student burnout is necessary.
This study gathered information about the incidence of bullying by medical staff
members towards nursing students in the clinical setting. This study also gathered information on
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the incidence of burnout among the same nursing students and whether these students perceived
a correlation between the burnout and bullying. The purpose of this study was to better
understand the relationship between the bullying of nursing students by any medical staff
member in the assigned clinical facility and student nurse burnout as perceived by nursing
students.
Statement of the Problem
Accurate information regarding the relationship between the bullying of nursing students
in the clinical setting by medical staff members and nursing student burnout is vital to increasing
nursing student retention and quality of education. Research regarding this relationship is limited,
which makes determining both the causes of burnout and the effects of bullying towards nursing
students extremely hard to determine. Further research into this relationship will allow for
policies and procedures to be put into place to reduce future instances of burnout and improve
retention across the entire nursing profession.
Research Questions
The following research questions were utilized to guide and focus the research in this
study.
(1) How often and to what extent are nursing students at East Tennessee State University
exposed to mistreatment or bullying by medical staff members in the clinical setting?
(2) How often do nursing students at East Tennessee State University experience
feelings of burnout or reduced desire to progress in their nursing education?
(3) Do nursing students at East Tennessee State University attribute any aspect of their
feelings of burnout as being caused by bullying experienced in the clinical setting by
medical staff members?
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Definitions
Bullying: “form of aggressive behavior in which someone intentionally and repeatedly causes
another person injury or discomfort. Bullying can take the form of physical contact, words or
more subtle actions” (American Psychological Association, n.d.).
Medical Staff Members: For this study, “medical staff members” refers to any person involved in
the clinical education of the nursing student who is also employed by the organization or facility
in which the nursing student completed their clinical experiences. This is to include, but not
limited to registered nurses, licensed practical nurses, nursing assistants, physicians, nurse
practitioners, physician assistants, etc.
Burnout: “exhaustion of physical or emotional strength or motivation usually as a result of
prolonged stress or frustration” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).
Clinical Setting: For this study, “clinical setting” refers to any location in which a nursing student
completes their required clinical or patient-contact hours. This is to include, but not limited to
medical centers, community hospitals, ling-term care facilities, outpatient centers, etc.
Overview of the Study
This study focused on gathering information regarding bullying of nursing students by
medical staff members in the clinical setting and if these students perceive such bullying as
causative of nursing student burnout. This study elicited information regarding the instances and
experiences of bullying in the clinical setting as experienced by nursing students as well as
instances of nursing student burnout among the same students. The study then sought to
determine if such students perceive feelings of burnout as related to experiences of bullying.
Prior to beginning the research, a review of pertinent literature (Chapter 2) was conducted to
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determine previous research on these specific topics and develop a basis of knowledge for
research design. Chapter 3 contains information on study methods, designs, participation,
recruitment, and data collection. Chapter 4 contains study results. Chapter 5 contains findings,
recommendations for further research, indications for nursing practice, limitations to this study,
and conclusions.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In the nursing profession, it is not uncommon for inexperienced nurses or nursing
students to be mistreated or bullied by other staff members. Bullying in this context can be
defined as any repetitive and/or unwanted direct or indirect interaction (whether physical, verbal,
sexual, etc.) especially by medical staff members towards student nurses. Research shows that
bullying is extremely prevalent with negative consequences for the recipients. Bullying
prevention will require interventions on the behalf of the nursing student for ameliorating the
issue. Very little research has been done on the specifics of these effects; however we know that
nursing student burnout is a common setback that results in lack of motivation resulting in the
inability to continue or complete nursing school. For these reasons, research into the bullying of
nursing students by nurse preceptors and how this effects nursing student burnout is vital to
improving the experiences of nursing students and their retention.
Since the bullying of nursing students and novice nurses in the clinical setting is a
significant issue, research has been done to prove the existence and the commonality of the issue.
In fact, one study found that 88.72% of nursing students at a Canadian university experienced
this type of bullying at least once in their undergraduate nursing clinical education experience
(Clarke et al., 2012). This evidence is further backed up by another study that found 72.6% of
novice nurses were the target of workplace bullying at some point within their first year of
nursing employment (Berry et al., 2012). Although this study does not directly research the
experience of nursing students, the expertise of nursing students and novice nurses are similar
which leads to an easy translation of the experience. Oftentimes undergraduate nursing students
experience bullying in the form of verbal, racial, physical, and sexual misconduct (Birks et al.,
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2018). Common themes surrounding these bullying forms include undervaluing student abilities,
subjecting students to negative remarks, treating students with hostility, purposely placing
students under undue pressure, ignoring students, denying students opportunities to learn, and
hazing students (Clarke et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2016). These types of bullying are quite
alarming to most, which begs the question as to the source of such bullying. The same Canadian
study as mentioned above identified that the main sources of these forms of bullying was clinical
nursing instructors (30.22%) and staff nurses employed at the clinical site (25.49%) (Clarke et al.,
2012). This evidence asserts not only the existence of this specific form of bullying, but also
shows commonality in types and sources.
Previous research has been done on the physical and psychological effects of such
bullying and the results are alarming. Student nurses who are bullied in the clinical setting during
their educational experience show a 46.7% decrease in productivity both in and out of the
classroom prior to and after graduation (Berry et al., 2012). Furthermore, these bullying
experiences produce consequences like anxiety, panic attacks, physical manifestations, lack of
confidence, avoidance of the issue, decreased readiness to learn, poor view of healthcare, and
lowered self-esteem in these nursing students (Smith et al., 2016; Birks et al., 2018). Perhaps
most importantly, one study found that 23.86-29.21% of nursing students who experience this
type of bullying leave their nursing program and forfeit their nursing education (Clarke et al.,
2012). These results show this bullying negatively effects the educational experiences of nursing
students as well as their physical and mental health. One must question possible solutions to the
issue and several successful solutions have been proposed. Educational programs about the
existence of horizontal bullying and coping mechanisms throughout the entirety of nursing
school have been shown to reduce these negative consequences (Gillespie et al., 2017).
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Transition programs for newly graduated nurses that have been bullied in the clinical setting in
the past have been shown to greatly decrease the negative effects that come with mistreatment
and increase the nurses’ willingness reach out for support when needed (Rush et al., 2014). Other
recommendations for solving the issue include educating faculty, gathering student opinions,
ensuring preceptors are adequately qualified, only assigning relevant duties, and making the
student role clear (Smith et al., 2016). Despite the vast amount of research done on this topic’s
effects and recommendations for solutions, very little to no research has been done on the
relationship between bullying of nursing students by preceptors and nursing school burnout in
nursing students.
The field of nursing has been shown to be a profession with one of the highest burnout
levels nationally. Studies show that nearly half of nurses in the United States consider leaving the
field at least once annually due to feelings of low motivation, low job satisfaction, and dislike
towards the field (Sutherland, 2017). One must consider if these feelings of burnout begin during
the nursing education process. The consequences of student nurse bullying correlate with burnout
signs, so one must consider if nurse or nursing student burnout is directly related to student nurse
bullying that continues after graduation into the graduate nurse period. For this purpose, research
must be conducted to determine if the bullying of student nurses by nursing preceptors is directly
related to feelings of burnout among nursing students. Specifically, whether nursing students
correlate feelings of burnout to experiences of bullying. This research topic is relevant to the
nursing field as it could potentially elicit information to help show the effects of the bullying of
nursing students and its relationship to burnout to help prevent nursing student burnout and, in
turn increase nurse retention and satisfaction. This will help build more productive and accurate
nurses that serve in the field for a longer period of time.
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Chapter 3
Methods
Study Design
This study was designed to gather information regarding the bullying of nursing students
in the clinical setting by medical staff members as it correlates to nursing student burnout. The
participants of this study were second, third, fourth, and fifth undergraduate main-campus
traditional nursing students enrolled at East Tennessee State University. This criterion ensured
that all participants had at least one clinical experience at the time of the study. Data for this
study was collected via online survey, which was open for completion during a four-week period.
The research design, informed consent, survey invitation, survey questions and all associated
components were reviewed by faculty mentor, Dr. Angela Flemmer, submitted to the East
Tennessee State University Institutional Review Board (IRB). The IRB approved this study on
October 13, 2021 and the associated approval letter can be found in Appendix A.
Recruitment and Participation
On October 29, 2021, all second, third, fourth, fifth semester undergraduate traditional main
campus nursing students enrolled at ETSU received an email invitation from Karen Hirst,
Assistant Dean of Student Services (ETSU College of Nursing), to join the study. The email
contained an invitation to join the study (Appendix B) with a brief explanation of the study,
contact information for those affiliated, and the corresponding survey link.
At the beginning of the online survey, all participants were required to agree to a
corresponding informed consent (Appendix C). Participants could not continue with the survey
until they agreed to the informed consent. The consent stated that all participation in the study
was entirely voluntary and that no financial reward or compensation was associated with
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participation in this study. The consent also reviewed participant privacy and informed
participants that if at any point during the survey they wish not to continue, they may exit the
survey and all participation will voided without penalty. Since this study was completed using an
online format, location of participation was individualized for each participant, which allowed all
participants to customize their level of privacy while completing the survey.
Population and Sample
The study included all second, third, fourth, and fifth semester undergraduate traditional
main-campus nursing students at East Tennessee State University. The first semester of the
nursing curriculum was excluded as many of these students have not yet completed a clinical
experience. Students in the accelerated/non-traditional ETSU nursing program were excluded as
these clinical experiences are often more limited and on a faster-paced schedule by nature of the
program and such experiences could skew study results. ETSU students not enrolled at the main
campus in Johnson City (enrolled at either the Kingsport or Sevierville campuses) were excluded
as their clinical experiences often take place at different facilities and on different timelines due
to accessibility at such campuses and these experiences could also skew study results. A
population of 227 students fit the criteria to be included in this study as of October 2021. Fifty
two (52) participants responded to the survey associated with this study within the four-week
period it was available.
Data Collection Method
Data for this study was collected using a survey via surkeymonkey.com. The survey
included seventeen questions, most of which were written in a Likert format. A copy of the
survey questions used in this study and approved by the IRB can be found in Appendix D. These
questions were separated into three sections: questions regarding demographics, questions
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regarding bullying, and questions regarding burnout. The survey questions were created by the
Principle Investigator and Faculty Mentor. Each section included a small summary of the type of
questions included and where to focus for answering. This can also be found in Appendix D. The
final question of the survey asked if participants felt as if any feelings of burnout related to
bullying they had experienced.
The survey was open for four weeks starting when the invitation email was sent. IP
address collection was disabled through surveymonkey.com and no participant identifiers were
collected to protect the privacy of participants. After closure of the survey, all data was
downloaded from surveymonkey.com and placed into a password-protected OneDrive account
that only the Principle Investigator and Thesis Mentor had access to.
Data Analysis Plan
Surveymonkey.com was utilized as the data collection method for this study. The data
uploaded to the One Drive account was presented in an Excel format. Dr. Yan Cao, statistician
for the ETSU College of Nursing, was consulted for advice on data analysis. Frequency
distributions were determined to be the most appropriate method of data analysis. The data was
split into four categories: demographics, data regarding bullying, data regarding burnout, and
data regarding bullying in relation to burnout. Analysis in the form of frequency distributions
allows for data of each section as well as data regarding student’s perceptions of burnout being
related to bullying to be presented clearly and concisely. The data is presented in this format for
the purpose of answering the three research questions. This data is presented and discussed in the
next section.
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Chapter 4
Results
The following results provide data to answer the research questions regarding the
existence of bullying, the existence of burnout, and how participants see these variables as
related to one another. Question 13 was not considered in the results due to the short answer
format and no participation.
Results Regarding Demographic Data
For the first section of the survey, participants were asked questions regarding their semester
in the program, total number of clinicals, and where the majority of these clinicals were held.
Most participants were in their fourth or fifth semester of the nursing curriculum. These results
are shown in Table 1. This data asserts that since many participants were in their senior levels of
the curriculum, they had also most likely had more clinical experiences compared to peers in
other semesters therefore they had more opportunities for bullying to occur and more time for
burnout to develop simply based on semester of curriculum.
Table 1
Semester of Enrollment for Participants
Frequency
Percentage
Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Second
10
19.2
20
20
Third
9
17.3
18
38
Fourth
19
36.5
38
76
Fifth
12
23.1
24
100
Total
50
96.2
100
Missing
2
3.8
Total
52
100
The next demographic question regarded the total number of clinical experiences for each
participant. In the survey, clinical experiences were defined as any opportunity the participant
had to be in a medical facility as a student and interact with patients. Many participants answered
that they had completed more than 31 clinical experiences with the ETSU College of Nursing,
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and 0 participants answered “none”. These results are shown in Table 2. The number of clinical
experiences allows for more opportunity for bullying situations. This demographic allowed the
researchers to determine that since all participants answered that they had participated in least
one clinical experience, there is no need to consider data discrepancies based on the possibility
that the opportunity for bullying experiences did not exist at all.
Table 2
Total Number of Clinical Experiences for Participants
Frequency
Percentage
Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
None
0
0
0
0
1-10
13
25
26
26
11-20
9
17.3
18
44
21-30
13
25
26
70
More than 31
15
28.8
30
100
Total
50
96.2
100
Missing
2
3.8
Total
52
100

The last demographic question asked participants to answer where most of their clinical
experience were held. The majority of participants answered that most of these clinical
experiences were held at Ballad Heath community hospitals and medical centers. These results
are shown in Table 3. This demographic is important to consider due the different types of
medical facilities that clinicals are held at. The two types of facilities mentioned above usually
have many resources, staff in different professions, and diverse patient groups.
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Location of the Majority of Clinical Experiences
Frequency Percentage Valid
Cumulative
Percent
Percent
Ballad Health community
14
26.9
28
hospital
Ballad Health medical center
34
65.4
68
Long term care/rehabilitation
0
0
0
center
VA hospital
1
1.9
2
Other
1
1.9
2
Total
50
96.2
100
Missing
2
3.8
Total
52
100
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28
96
96
98
100

Results Regarding Bullying
The next section of the survey asked questions that elicited information to answer research
question 1. This sought to determine how often and to what extent participants experienced
instances of bullying in the clinical setting. Participants were given pertinent definitions then
asked to consider their interactions with medical staff members, how this made them feel, and
the overall impact of such interactions. The first few questions in this section focused on clinical
experiences in a positive sense as in how often participants felt as if they received learning
experiences from medical staff members and how often they felt such staff members were
invested in meaningful learning experiences. Table 4 shows that 53.2% of participants felt as if
they received learning experiences or instruction by medical staff most of the time and 6.3% of
participants felt as if they received these positive experiences all of the time. Furthermore, Table
4 also shows that 40.4% of participants felt as if medical staff members were actively involved in
their learning most of the time, and 2.1% of participants felt as if this involvement in learning
never occurred.
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Table 4
Clinical Experiences in the Positive Sense
How often do you feel that you received learning experiences or instruction from medical
staff members during the clinical experience?
Frequency Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
0
0
0
0
Some of the time
6
11.5
12.8
12.8
Half of the time
13
25
27.7
40.5
Most of the time
25
48.1
53.2
93.7
All of the time
3
5.8
6.3
93.7
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
How often do you feel as if medical staff members employed at the clinical facility were
professional and invested in your learning?
Frequency Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
1
1.9
2.1
2.1
Some of the time
11
21.2
23.4
25.5
Half of the time
14
26.9
29.8
55.3
Most of the time
19
36.5
40.4
95.7
All of the time
2
3.9
4.3
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100

The next few questions in this section regarded instances of bullying and their
characteristics such as if participants ever felt as if they were purposely embarrassed by a
medical staff member, if they were purposely embarrassed in front of other staff members or
patients, and if they felt as if learning experiences were purposely limited. Table 5 shows that
36.2% of participants felt as if they were purposely embarrassed by medical staff members some
of the time and 53.2% of participants responded that they had never had such experience. Only
6.4% of participants expressed that this embarrassment occurred in front of patients or other staff
three or four times and 63.8% of participants answered that this embarrassment never occurred in
front of other staff or patients. The number of participants that felt as if their learning experiences
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were purposely limited by medical staff members seven or more times was 8.5% and the
majority of participants felt as if this happened to them once or twice (38.3%). Table 5 displays
the results discussed above.
Table 5
Characteristics of Bullying Experiences
Did you at any point during your clinical experience feel as if you were being purposely
embarrassed by a medical staff member?
Frequency
Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
25
48.1
53.2
53.2
Some of the time
17
32.7
36.2
89.4
Half of the time
4
7.7
8.5
97.9
Most of the time
1
1.9
2.1
100
All of the time
0
0
0
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
Did a medical staff member illicitly embarrass you in front of patients or other staff
members?
Frequency
Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
30
57.7
63.8
63.8
Once or twice
14
26.9
29.8
93.6
Three or four times
3
5.8
6.4
100
Five or six times
0
0
0
100
More than seven times
0
0
0
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
Did you ever feel as if a medical staff member purposely limited learning experiences by
either not allowing you to participate or not allowing you to practice skills?
Frequency
Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
8
15.4
17
17
Once or twice
18
34.6
38.3
55.3
Three or four times
9
17.3
19.2
74.5
Five or six times
8
15.4
17
91.5
More than seven times
4
7.7
8.5
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
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Another question in this section asked about the role the person responsible for the acts of
bullying. This gathered more information on the specific roles in which bullying occurred.
Participants were able to choose more than one response for this question. 24 participants
answered that the medical staff member responsible for their bullying experience was serving in
the role of registered nurse, while 12 participants answered that unlicensed personnel were
responsible for these actions. According to survey results, medical staff members serving in these
two roles were responsible for the most instances of bullying. These results are shown in Table 6.
Table 6
Role Person(s) Responsible for Bullying Served In
Frequency
Registered Nurse
24
Licensed Practical Nurse
3
Advanced Provider*
10
12
Unlicensed Personnel
7
Other
*Advanced Provider includes physicians, doctors, nurse practitioners, and physicians assistants
Unlicensed personnel includes nursing assistants and patient care technicians

The next two questions sought to gather information regarding reporting and action taken
against these instances of bullying. These questions asked if participants ever reported these
instances to the ETSU faculty and if they felt as if appropriate action was taken. These results are
shown in Table 7. Most participants 81% answered that they never reported bullying instances to
ETSU faculty. Of the 19% of participants that answered they did report such instances to ETSU
faculty, 9.3% answered that they did not feel as if appropriate action was taken.
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Table 7
Reporting and Action Against Bullying
Did you ever report actions of bullying by a medical staff member in the clinical setting to
the appropriate ETSU faculty?
Frequency
Percentage
Valid Percent
Cumulative Percent
Yes
8
15.4
19
19
No
34
65.4
81
100
Total
42
80.8
100
Missing
10
19.2
Total
52
100
Do you feel as if appropriate action was taken by faculty after the report was made?
Frequency
Percentage
Valid Percent
Cumulative Percent
Yes
1
1.9
2.3
2.3
No
4
7.7
9.3
11.6
N/A
38
73.1
88.4
100
Total
43
82.7
100
Missing
9
17.3
Total
52
100
*N/A refers to participants that answered “no” to the above/previous question
The final question in the section functioned to summarize the total number of bullying
instances experienced by the participant. This question asked how many times the participant felt
as if they had been bullied or mistreated in the clinical setting by any staff member. 46.8% of
participants reported never experiencing a bullying instance, while 36.2% reported experiencing
a bullying instance once or twice. The majority of participants reported they had experienced at
least one bullying instance. This data is shown in Table 8.
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Table 8
Total Number of Bullying Instances
Frequency Percentage Valid Percent
Cumulative Percent
Never
22
42.3
46.8
46.8
Once or twice
17
32.7
36.2
83
Three or four times
6
11.6
12.8
95.8
More than five times
2
3.8
4.2
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100

Results Regarding Burnout
The next section of the survey sought to answer research question 2. This was to
determine how often nursing students at ETSU felt “burnt out” or a decreased desire to continue
their education. The first two questions asked if at any point participants had experienced a
desire to discontinue their education and if they had ever felt a decreased desire to fully apply
themselves to their education with ETSU College of Nursing. These results are shown in Table 9.
The results show that 25.5% of participants experienced a desire to discontinue their education
either some of the time or half of the time. 23.4% of participants reported never having a desire
to discontinue their education and 4.3% expressed a desire to discontinue their education all of
the time. 34% of participants reported feeling a decreased desire to apply themselves half the
time and 32% expressed a decreased desire to fully apply themselves to their nursing education
most of the time.
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Table 9
Feelings of Burnout as Experienced by ETSU Nursing Students
How often during your experience with ETSU CoN have you felt a desire to discontinue
your education?
Frequency Percentage
Valid Percent
Cumulative Percent
Never
11
21.2
23.4
23.4
Some of the time
12
23.1
25.5
48.9
Half of the time
12
23.1
25.5
74.4
Most of the time
10
19.2
21.3
95.7
All of the time
2
3.8
4.3
100
Total
47
9.6
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
How often have you felt a decreased desire to fully apply yourself to your nursing
education?
Frequency Percentage
Valid Percent
Cumulative Percent
Never
6
11.6
12.8
12.8
Some of the time
10
19.2
21.2
34
Half of the time
16
30.8
34
68
Most of the time
15
28.8
32
100
All of the time
0
0
0
Total
47
90.4
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100
The next question regarded participant use of the term “burnt out” to express their
feelings toward the ETSU College of Nursing. These results are shown in Table 10. The results
show that 63.8% of participants used this verbiage to describe their feelings more than seven
times. Furthermore, 12.8% and 17% expressed using “burnt out” to describe their experiences
five or six times and three or four times respectively.
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Table 10
Use of the Term “Burnt Out” to Describe Feelings Toward ETSU CoN
Frequency Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
2
3.8
4.3
4.3
Once or twice
1
1.9
2.1
6.4
Three or four times
8
15.4
17
23.4
Five or six times
6
11.5
12.8
36.2
More than seven times
30
57.8
63.8
100
Total
47
90.4
100
Missing
5
9.6
Total
52
100

Results Regarding Burnout in Relation to Bullying
The last section of the survey sought to answer research question 3 and the main focus of the
study. This was to determine if ETSU nursing students perceive feelings of burnout as related to
experiences of bullying in the clinical setting by medical staff members. The results show that
41.3% of participants perceive their feelings of burnout as related to bullying some of the time.
Also 10.9% and 6.5% expressed their feelings of burnout as relate to bullying half the time and
most of the time respectively. 41.3% of participants expressed feelings of burnout as never
related to bullying experiences. Cumulatively, these results show that 66.7% of participants at
least associated feelings of burnout to being related to experiences of bullying some of the time.
These results are shown in Table 11.
Table 11
Perception of Burnout as Related to Bullying Experiences in the Clinical Setting
Frequency Percentage Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Never
19
36.5
41.3
41.3
Some of the time
19
36.5
41.3
82.6
Half of the time
5
9.6
10.9
93.5
Most of the time
3
5.8
6.5
100
All of the time
0
0
0
Total
46
88.5
100
Missing
6
11.5
Total
52
100
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Chapter 5
Findings, Recommendations, Indications, Limitations, and Conclusions
Findings
The results in the previous chapter were examined and utilized to determine the following
findings in consideration of the three research questions previously discussed.
Demographics
The demographic data gathered in this study gave researchers a better understanding of
where participants were in their nursing education curriculum, how many clinical experiences
they had participated in, and where the majority of these clinical experiences were held. Most
participants reported being in their third semester of the nursing curriculum or beyond and that
they had participated in over 31 clinical experiences. This indicates that most participants had
been in multiple situations for bullying experiences to occur and had at least three semesters for
burnout to develop. Furthermore, most participants answered that most clinical experiences had
been held at Ballad Health community hospitals and medical centers. These specific locations
often are large, have many resources, and diverse patient and employee populations. This
indicates that the participant group had a large variety of clinical experiences with many different
staff members serving in different positions due to the size and diversity of these institutions.
Research Questions
Research Question 1: How often and to what extent are nursing students at East
Tennessee State University exposed to mistreatment or bullying by medical staff members in the
clinical setting?
The results of the survey indicate that over half of participants were exposed at least one
occurrence of bullying or mistreatment by a medical staff member in the clinical setting. Of this
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group 32.7% answered that they had been exposed to bullying or mistreatment once or twice and
3.8% answered that they had been exposed to such situation more than five times. A little under
half of participants expressed never being exposed to such experiences. As far as the extent of
such bullying in the clinical setting, most participants felt as if the medical staff members at the
clinical setting they were placed in were overall professional, invested in their learning, and
willing to provide learning experiences most of the time. These findings highlight a positivity
among clinical experiences that must be considered when evaluating such findings. However,
one must recall the smaller proportion of students that expressed such staff members were not
involved in their learning, professional, or willing to provide learning experiences. Also, a vast
majority of participants answered that their learning experiences had been purposely limited by
medical staff members at least once or twice and four participants expressed that such a situation
had occurred more than seven times. Most participants expressed that they feel as if they had
been purposely embarrassed by a medical staff member in the clinical setting at least some of the
time and nearly a third of participants expressed such situations happening in front of patients or
other staff members. According to survey results, most perpetrators of such bullying actions were
serving in the role of registered nurse or unlicensed personnel. Unfortunately, such instances of
bullying and mistreatment often go unreported as indicated by survey results. Of those that report
such situations, the majority claim they do not feel as if appropriate action was taken in response
to the report. Overall, the results indicate that over half of participants have experienced at least
one instance of bullying and the most common situations are limited learning experiences caused
by registered nurses and unlicensed personnel in the clinical setting. Based on these results, one
can infer that over half of nursing students at ETSU have at least one instance experienced
bullying or mistreatment in the clinical setting by medical staff members.
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Research Question 2: How often do nursing students at East Tennessee State University
experience feelings of burnout or reduced desire to progress in their nursing education?
The results of the survey indicate that over half of participants expressed using the term
“burnt out” to express their feelings towards the ETSU College of Nursing more than seven
times. All expect two participants answered that they used such terminology at least once or
twice. Furthermore, over three quarters of participants expressed that they had experienced a
decreased desire to continue their education at least some of the time and over 25% of
participants answered they experiences these feelings all the time or most of the time. Less than a
quarter of participants expressed never feeling a decreased desire to continue their nursing
education. The results of the survey indicated that most participants felt a decreased desire to
fully apply themselves to their nursing education at least some of the time. A very small
percentage of participants answered that they never experienced such feelings. Overall, the
majority of participants expressed decreased desire to fully apply themselves or continue their
nursing education at least some of the time and a portion of these participants expressed having
such feelings all of the time or all of the time. These feelings are often associated with feelings
and experiences of burnout, which is further implicated by the vast majority of participants that
reported using the actual term “burnt out” to describe their feelings towards the ETSU College of
Nursing. Based on such results, one may infer that nursing students at ETSU experience feelings
of burnout some of the time or all of the time.
Research Question 3: Do nursing students at East Tennessee State University attribute
any aspect of their feelings of burnout as being caused by bullying experienced in the clinical
setting by medical staff members?
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The results of the survey indicate that over half participants experience feelings of
burnout as being directly caused by bullying experiences at least some of the time. Just under
half of participants report they feel as if burnout is never directly attributed to experiences of
bullying. These results are interesting due to the large number of participants that expressed
feelings of burnout but only slightly over half of participants perceived such variables as related
to one another. Based on these results, it can be inferred that half nursing students at ETSU
attribute feelings of burnout as related to experiences of bullying in the clinical setting by
medical staff members.
Recommendations for Further Research
More research is needed into the specifics of bullying experiences such as actions
performed, perpetrators, and feelings of victims. This information would provide more concise
details on exact aspects of bullying and potentially define which aspects of bullying directly
cause feelings of burnout. Also, more research is needed into burnout in nursing students. The
large number of nursing students that expressed feelings of burnout is staggering and more
research into the exact causes and contributing factors could prove important to further
determining which instances of burnout are caused by bullying. The results of this study indicate
that over half of nursing students at ETSU feel as if feelings of burnout are related to bullying
experiences on at least one occasion but applying these results to other schools and
demographics of students could prove inaccurate. Expanding this research into bullying in the
clinical setting and especially how nursing students feel it correlates to feelings of burnout to
other universities in different parts of the country would provide more accurate and succinct
results.
Indications for Nursing Practice
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This study found that over half of nursing students at ETSU have experienced at least one
instance of bullying in the clinical setting. The majority of participants never reported such
instances. Most of those who did report these instances felt as if proper intervention was not
made. Changes in university and facility policies to encourage reporting, enact consequences for
those responsible, and recognize such instances earlier would make for less hostile clinical
settings. Inherently, this would lead to more welcoming clinical environments that foster learning
experiences for students without fear of judgement or embarrassment. The proportion of
participants that reported using the term “burnt out” or experiencing decreased desire to continue
with their nursing education is extremely large. As discussed previously, burnout leads to
decreased nurse retention and satisfaction. Identifying cases of burnout early, reducing causative
agents, and developing policy to reduce exposure to causes can help reduce burnout, increase
student and professional nurse retention, and as a result, aid in decreasing the nursing shortage.
Since the results of the study indicated that over half of participants expressed that they feel as if
feelings of burnout are related to experiences of bullying at least some of the time, nursing policy
at both the university and clinical facility levels to reduce bullying instances would prove
beneficial in reducing cases of burnout among nursing students.
Limitations
This study was limited by sample size. A sample of 52 out of a population of 227
potential participants was gathered for this survey. Furthermore, certain groups such as students
attending the Kingsport or Sevierville campuses and students in the accelerated BSN curriculum
were excluded due to reasons discussed previously. This data was collected from a single
university. Due to the small sample size and specifics of participant demographics, applying the
survey data to nursing students in these other population may be difficult or inaccurate without
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conducting similar research on a larger scale. Another limitation to this research is the onlineformat of this survey. Due to the technological requirements of the ETSU College of Nursing all
students should have some access to internet connection, however one must consider that the
online format of the survey could have inadvertently excluded those potential participants with
limited internet access. The objectivity of survey answer choices is a limitation to this survey.
This is limitation anytime a Likert-style survey is utilized, especially with answer choices with
ranges that could potentially be dependent on participant interpretation (i.e., “some of the time”,
“most of the time”, etc..). This was taken into account, but this such style of survey questions
was determined by the researchers to be the most appropriate for the survey. The COVID-19
pandemic has reduced the amount and changed the type of clinical experiences for nursing
students everywhere as well as caused tensions in hospitals to consistently run high. One must
consider this when evaluating bullying and burnout experiences expressed in this study. Despite
these limitations, the results of this study have impact of the nursing profession and nursing
education.
Conclusion
The results of this study show that undergraduate nursing students at East Tennessee State
University do attribute some feelings of burnout to experiences of bullying in the clinical setting.
Expanding the study to a larger sample size and nursing students from different campuses could
increase the accuracy of study results. Furthermore, including Associate of Nursing students and
licensed practical nursing students could provide more accurate results. Conducting the study
outside of the COVID-19 pandemic may have different results, as students in nursing school
during the pandemic experienced more limited in-person clinical experiences. An in-person
format for the study would broaden the results and the sample size as this could appeal to
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students with more limited internet skills and access. The results of this study show that bullying
in the clinical setting by medical staff members and burnout are prevalent issues among nursing
students at ETSU and that most of these student’s attribute feelings of burnout as being caused in
part by experiences of bullying.
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Appendix B
Invitation Letter Sent to Potential Participants
Hello,
I am a traditional Bachelor of Science in Nursing student and University Honors Scholar at East
Tennessee State University (ETSU), and I am conducting a research study that involves the
bullying of nursing students by medical staff members in the clinical setting and how this relates
to feelings of burnout. I am looking for people who traditional BSN students enrolled at ETSU
main campus in Johnson City in their second, third, fourth, or fifth semesters of the ETSU BSN
curriculum. This study involves a survey which should take about fifteen minutes. The survey
will take place entirely online. Please think about participating. Participation is voluntary. If you
have any questions please contact me at bellamyka@etsu.edu or my faculty advisor, Dr. Angela
Flemmer, at flemmer@etsu.edu.
If you want to learn more about this survey please follow the link here: (link now closed)
Sincerely,
Kihley Bellamy
University Honors Scholar
College of Nursing Student
East Tennessee State University
bellamyka@etsu.edu
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Appendix C
Survey Informed Consent
Dear Participant:

My name is Kihley Bellamy, and I am a Bachelor of Science in Nursing Student and University
Honors Scholar at East Tennessee State University. In order to finish my studies, I need to
complete a research project. The title of my research study is “Nursing Students, Bullying, and
Burnout: A study on bullying by medical staff members against nursing students in the clinical
setting and its relation to nursing student burnout.”

The purpose of this study is to better understand the relationship between the bullying of nursing
students by medical staff members in the clinical setting and feelings of burnout experienced by
such students. I would like to give a brief survey to ETSU Traditional BSN students attending
main campus in Johnson City enrolled in their second, third, fourth, or fifth semester of ETSU
BSN curriculum using Survey Monkey. It should only take about fifteen minutes to finish. You
will be asked questions about your clinical experiences, how you were treated by medical staff
members in the clinical setting (this can include nurses, doctors, unlicensed personnel, etc.
employed by the clinical facility that you interact with during your clinical experience, NOT
ETSU faulty), and feelings of burnout this treatment may have caused. There are no foreseeable
risks for participants in this study. You may also feel better after you have had the chance to
express yourself about how you were treated in your clinical experiences and how this made you
feel. This study may benefit you or others by potentially allowing nurse educators and medical
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staff to better understand the existence and effects of bullying in the clinical setting and prevent
future instances of nursing student burnout.

Your confidentiality will be protected as best we can. Since we are using technology, no
guarantees can be made about the interception of data sent over the internet by any third parties,
just like with emails. We will make every effort to make sure that your name is not linked with
your answers. Survey Monkey has security features that will be used: IP addresses will not be
collected, and SSL encryption software will be used.

Although your rights and privacy will be maintained, the research records may be looked at by
individuals that have the legal right to see that information. This may include the ETSU IRB
overseeing this research, other individuals at the University with the responsibility for ensuring
we follow the rules related to this research, the federal Office of Human Research Protections
(OHRP) that protects participants like you, ETSU, and the research team.

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You may decide not to take part in this study. You can quit
at any time. You may skip any questions you do not want to answer, or you can exit the online
survey form if you want to stop completely. If you quit or decide not to take part, the benefits or
treatment that you would otherwise get will not be changed.

If you have any research-related questions or problems, you may contact me, Kihley Bellamy at
bellamyka@etsu.edu. I am working on this project with my Advisor, Dr. Angela Flemmer. You
may reach her at flemmer@etsu.edu. This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review
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Board (IRB). An IRB is a group of people who perform independent review of research studies.
You may also contact the ETSU IRB at 423-439-6054 or IRB@etsu.edu for any issues, questions
or input that you may have about the research or your rights as a research participant.

Sincerely,
Kihley Bellamy
Clicking the I AGREE button below indicates:
•

I have read the above information

•

I agree to volunteer

•

I am at least 18 years old

•

I am physically present in the United States

•

I am an ETSU BSN Nursing Student enrolled at ETSU main campus in Johnson City, TN

•

I am currently enrolled in my second, third, fourth, or fifth semester of ETSU BSN
curriculum.

☐

I AGREE

☐

I DO NOT AGREE
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Appendix D
Survey Questions
Questions pertaining to general clinical experiences and demographics:
In this section consider your personal clinical opportunities and experiences. Consider all clinical
experiences as a whole rather than on a semester-to-semester basis.

Q: Which semester of nursing school are you currently in?
Answer choices: second, third, fourth, fifth

Q: How many total (in-person) clinical experiences have you had with ETSU College of
Nursing?
Answer choices: none, 1-10, 11-20, 21-30, more than 31

Q: Where were the majority of your clinical experiences?
Answer choices: Ballad Health community hospital, Ballad Health medical center, long term
care/rehabilitation facility, VA hospital, other (please specify)

Questions regarding bullying/mistreatment in the clinical setting:
Consider your clinical experiences in live medical settings. The term “medical staff member”
refers to staff members employed at the specific medical facility you interacted with during your
clinical experiences and NOT ETSU faculty members. Consider you interactions with these staff
members, how they made you feel, and how they contributed to your overall experience.
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Q: How often do you feel that you received learning experiences or instruction during the
clinical experience?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

Q: How often do you feel as if medical staff members employed at the clinical facility were
professional and invested in your learning?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

Q: Did you at any point during your clinical experience feel as if you were being purposely
embarrassed by a medical staff member?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

Q: Did a medical staff member illicitly embarrass you in front of patients or other staff
members?
Answer choices: never, once or twice, three of four times, five or six times, more than seven
times

Q: Did you ever feel as if a medical staff member purposely limited learning experiences by
either not allowing you to participate or not allowing you to practice skills?
Answer choices: never, once or twice, three of four times, five or six times, more than seven
times
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Q: How many times have you experienced mistreatment or bullying by a medical staff member
in the clinical setting?
Answer choices: never, once or twice, three or four times, more than five times

Q: If you experienced mistreatment or bullying by a medical staff member in the clinical setting,
in which capacity was the medical staff member responsible serving (you may select more than
one response of applicable)?
Answer choices: registered nurse, licensed practical nurse, advanced provider (physician/doctor,
nurse practitioner, or physician assistant/associate), unlicensed personnel (nursing assistant or
patient care technician), other (please specify)

Q: Did you ever report actions of bullying by a medical staff member in the clinical setting to the
appropriate ETSU faculty?
Answer choices: yes, no (if answer is no, skip next question)

Q: Do you feel as if appropriate action was taken by faculty after report was made?
Answer choices: yes, no (if answer is no, skip next question)

Q: If answer to previous question was yes, what action was taken?
A: (short-answer format)

Questions regarding burnout:
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Consider times that you may have felt withdrawn from your nursing curriculum or felt a
decreased desire to continue with your education. Think about what caused these feelings and
how they relate to your treatment in the clinical setting.

Q: How often during your experience with ETSU CoN have you felt a desire to discontinue your
education?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

Q: How often have you felt a decreased desire to fully apply yourself to your nursing education?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

Q: Have you ever used the terminology “burnt out” to describe your feelings toward the ETSU
CoN?
Answer choices: never, once or twice, three of four times, five or six times, more than seven
times

Q: Do you feel as if your feelings of burnout are directly associated with negative treatment by
medical staff members in the clinical setting?
Answer choices: never, some of the time, half the time, most of the time, all of the time

